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      Am I bitter? Yeah, I’m bitter. Sometimes people ask me if I have lost my humanity. I tell them, not yet, but I’m working on it. I don’t like humanity. I don’t like people. There is the odd exception, but that’s what they are – exceptions. That’s why, when I came home to the States after ten years, I moved to the most remote, unpopulated State in the Union. Wyoming.

      I like it here. It’s a place where you can mind your own business and people—those that there are—let you get on with it, provided you keep your nose out of theirs. That suits me fine.

      But the guy who rolled up in front of my workshop that morning in his Cadillac CTSV sedan was not an exception. He was not minding his own business and he sure as hell wasn’t going to let me mind mine. He had it written all over his Aryan face, crew-cut platinum hair and his three thousand dollar Italian suit. I assumed his eyes were pale blue, but they were concealed behind very black Wayfarers.

      You don’t see a lot of Caddies in Boulder Flats, so when it rolled into my lot, off Boulder Flats Road, I had an idea where it had come from and who had sent it. And when the driver got out, I was sure.

      “Lacklan Walker?”

      “Who are you?”

      He held out his hand. “Ben Smith. I work for your father.”

      I looked at his hand and then at his black shades. “What do you want?”

      “Your father wants to see you.”

      “I don’t want to see him.”

      He looked up at the sky. “That’s what he said you’d say.”

      “He was right. Is there anything else?”

      “He told me to tell you he was dying.”

      I walked away from him back into my shed, among the smell of engine oil, tools and old rags, where I felt at home. He followed me and stood silhouetted in the doorway, looking at the car I was working on. On the outside it looked like a matte black 1968 Mustang Fastback. That was the chassis it had. But what it had under the hood was something different.

      “Sweet ride. Mustang ’68?”

      “Zombie 222, modified.”

      “I’ve spoken to the doctor myself. He has maybe six months, maybe less.”

      “What does he want from me?”

      He sighed and removed his shades. His eyes were pale blue. For a moment he looked human. He moved to my workbench and rested his ass against it. “Do you want me to relay what he said, or do you want my opinion?”

      I shrugged. “Neither, but go ahead, let’s have both.”

      He stared at me, like he was trying to decide whether to send me to hell or not. “My opinion is that he has realized only now that he is not immortal, and that has focused his mind. He’s realized that he has valued the wrong things in life, and now he doesn’t know how to make amends. So he’s reaching out to you, hoping it’s not too late.”

      “They teach you that kind of shit on the CIA’s Being a Human Being 1-0-1 course?”

      “No, I learnt it myself, watching a lot of people die. You don’t know me, Lacklan.”

      “So that’s your opinion. What did he say?”

      “He said he wants you to help Marni. She’s in serious trouble.”

      I went cold inside. I walked around the car till I was only a couple of feet away from him. Outside the birds were singing in the early September sunlight. I could hear a dog barking across the fields, a diesel grinding down the road. But it felt unreal in the darkness of the barn, with this guy staring at me with his arms crossed, his black shades perched on his head.

      “What kind of trouble?”

      “You need to ask him that.”

      “Do you know?”

      He shook his head. “And if I did, I wouldn’t tell you.” He shrugged and looked out at the sunshine. “But if she was in trouble with the law, or if it was financial…” He looked back and smiled at me. “He wouldn’t call on you, would he? He’d call on your brother, Bob. So I’m guessing it’s something that requires your special talents.”

      “Get out of my house, Mr. Smith. Tell my father I’ll be there.”

      “He asked me to take you.”

      “I’ll make my own way.” I waited. He watched me. I said, “Leave.”

      He thought about it, then stood. “He’s expecting you tonight, tomorrow at the latest.” He waited for an answer, but I had nothing to say. He shrugged. “I’ll see you in Boston, Lacklan.”

      He walked out into the sunshine and climbed into his Caddie. I stood at the door of my shed and watched him cruise out of sight down Boulder Flats Road. Something, some deep instinct, told me someday I’d have to kill him. And he wouldn’t be easy to kill.

      I spent half an hour putting the finishing touches to the modifications I’d made on the Zombie, extending its range to four hundred and fifty or five hundred miles, and its top speed to 200 MPH. Then I went inside. I made my way up to the attic and pulled out my kit bag. That’s another modification of mine, based on the principle that you can never have too many weapons or too much ammunition. Most of the weapons I use are silent, with the exception of my Smith & Wesson 500, because surprise is the best advantage you’ll ever have, but sometimes you need to blow down a wall.

      Beside the Smith & Wesson cannon, the rest of the kit was a pair of field glasses, a take down orange osage bow, with twelve aluminum arrows that formed a removable, rigid frame for the bag, a 9 mm Sig Sauer P226 with six extended twenty round magazines, a Heckler and Koch G36 assault rifle with twelve thirty-round magazines and a Fairbairn-Sykes fighting knife with a brass, knurled grip. There was also spare 50 grain ammo for the Smith & Wesson, and a pair of night-vision goggles. On top of that, I had a dozen cakes of C4, wrapped in non-descript brown paper, a dozen M5 universal firing devices and a dozen remote detonators keyed to my cell.

      I also had a second Sig 226 under my arm and a 232 in my boot. Like I said, you can never have too many weapons.

      I slipped the Fairbairn-Sykes in my boot alongside the 232 and carried the kit bag down to the car. I put it in the trunk and went to lock up the house. I had a feeling I wouldn’t be back for a while. On the way out I picked up four hundred Camel cigarettes and my brass Zippo.

      I climbed in the Zombie and fired her up. There was no roar, no thunder, no sound at all. This machine delivers eight hundred bph, one thousand eight-hundred foot-pounds of torque straight to the back wheels, and will go 0-60 in just over one and a half seconds. And she is totally silent. Like I said, I favor the silent kill.

      I took the 287 down to Rawlins, and then turned east on the I-80. It was going to be a thirty-two-hour drive, so I’d allow myself two hours sleep. I looked at my watch. It was eleven AM. I’d arrive around 9 PM the next day. I put the Eagles on the CarPlay, poked a Camel in my mouth and lit up.

      I hadn’t seen Marni for six years. It had been November. She’d come to London to see me for my birthday. Hers was in April. We were both twenty four. Young. We hadn’t seen each other for almost five years—just once in the last ten. And before that we’d been each other’s whole world. I asked myself how that happened. But I knew. I knew how it had happened.

      I made it happen.

      I could not let her be a part of what I had become. She was everything that was best in a human being. She was kind and decent and honorable, like her father; and like her father she had devoted her life to trying to make the world a better place in whatever way she could. Me? I was a killer, and I had devoted my life to becoming one of the best in my trade. I had risen with honor through the ranks of one of the most lethal regiments on Earth. The British SAS.

      She had come to London to ask me to go back, to make a life with her in Boston. I had told her it could never happen. She had pleaded, I had died inside seeing her cry. But I had said no. And we had not seen each other or spoken to each other since. Now my father was using her, the way he used everybody and everything, to further his ends.

      I drove throughout the day with a couple of short pit stops at roadside service stations to use the can and get a burger and a beer. I watched the sun go down in the big, flat, open spaces of Nebraska, and drove in deepening darkness, under the vast prairies of stars, through Iowa and into Illinois. There, at two AM, I pulled off the I-80 into the Hilltop Motel and slept in the parking lot for two hours. At four I moved on, silent and fast, along empty roads bathed in the dead light of dawn streetlamps, past Chicago on the shores of Lake Michigan. At eleven I stopped for a late breakfast outside Erie, and then moved on again, through upstate New York and into New Hampshire.

      All the while my rage was mounting: against life for betraying all the hope and dreams that it breeds in you when you’re a kid; and against my father, for the same reasons; for that, and for using his own mortality, and Marni, to manipulate me and seed fear in me.

      The Zombie will do two hundred miles per hour, in total silence, without breaking a sweat. In my mounting rage I must have let my foot get heavy, because I arrived at Weston, just outside Boston, at seven PM, two hours ahead of schedule. If there were cops chasing me on the I-80 to give me a ticket, I wished them luck.

      My father lived in a ten bedroom pile in the woods off Concord Road. I wound down the drive in the failing light, among the huge pines and ancient chestnut trees, and parked across from the fountain. The slam of the car door echoed like a shotgun among the autumn woodlands, and I heard crows flapping and cawing through the trees. I climbed the stairs between the two landscaped lawns and pulled the chain that made the bell ring in the servants’ quarters. It was that kind of pile.

      Kenny, the butler, who had served my father for the last thirty years, opened the door and looked pleased to see me.

      “Mr. Walker, your father is in the library. He told us to expect you.” He stood back to let me in. “Have you any bags?”

      “It’s in the trunk Kenny, but I’ll deal with it myself.” I gave him a look heavy with meaning and he almost smiled.

      “Very good, sir.”

      He led the way to the library, opened the tall, walnut doors and announced me. My father didn’t look up as I stepped into the room. He was sitting in his favorite, old chesterfield, with its scuffed, burgundy leather and chipped, wooden legs. The room was largely dark. There was one lamp on, but most of the light came from the log fire, and washed and flickered across his face. He had a blanket over his knees. I hadn’t seen him in five years, but he had aged twenty in that time. When he spoke, he spoke to the flames.

      “Come on in, Lacklan, help yourself to a drink. Grab a chair.”

      I wanted to tell him to go to hell, but something stopped me. Maybe it was the need to know what had happened to Marni, maybe it was the fact that he looked as though he was already there. Maybe it was both. Instead I walked to the salver on the map table by the leaded window, and poured myself a whiskey from the crystal decanter; a decanter that was probably worth more than a working man’s monthly salary. I carried my drink to the wing chair opposite my father’s and sat. Now he looked at me. I pulled out a Camel, poked it in my mouth and lit up. I blew out a stream of smoke and looked him in the eye.

      “What do you want?”

      “I need to tell you what happened, what I did…what I have done.”

      “I’m not interested.”

      “You have to be interested, Lacklan.”

      “Why?”

      He looked haggard and raised a hand to pinch the bridge of his nose. His hand was shaking and his skin was gray.

      “Because,” he said, “Marni has been abducted.”
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      I felt the skin on my face go cold. My heart gave a powerful jolt and for a moment the room seemed to rock. When I spoke, my voice was a rasp.

      “What are you talking about?”

      He nodded, like he was agreeing with something I had said. “The thing is, Lacklan, in order to explain, I need to go back, to tell you what happened, and what I did.”

      “Is this your fault? Did you make this happen?”

      He nodded, and I could see tears in his eyes. “Yes. It’s my fault. But if you are going to help Marni, you need to set that aside and listen to me.”

      We watched each other across the silence. Finally, I asked him, “What did you do?”

      He reached out his hand. “Give me one of those damned cigarettes, will you?” I hesitated and his face flushed with sudden anger. “It’s cancer of the liver! It will kill me long before any fucking cigarette does!”

      I handed him the pack and the lighter. He lit up and smiled at the Zippo, squinting through the smoke. “Good American lighter. An institution.”

      He handed it back and I asked him again, “What did you do?”

      He looked grave. “It’s going to be a long night, Lacklan, and I am going to tell you things that you will probably not believe. This isn’t a sentimental need to unburden myself…” He paused, looking into the flames in the fire. “…though it’s true enough I do want to confess to what I have done. But more important, I have to tell you all of this so that you can understand what has happened to Marni.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I am talking about the Omega Protocol.”

      “What the hell is the Omega Protocol?”

      He shook his head and sucked on the cigarette, like it might give him strength. He inhaled deep and spoke with the smoke escaping from his mouth in small clouds. “It goes back a long way, Lacklan, longer than you can imagine.” He paused, shaking his head, like he couldn’t believe his own thoughts. “Certain interests—let’s just call them that for now—certain interests realized, a long time ago, that as a result of the Industrial Revolution, overpopulation was going to become not just a major problem, but the major problem on our planet.”

      “That’s Malthus.”

      He nodded. “He was one of the first.” He recited Malthus’ proposition: “Population grows exponentially, resources grow arithmetically. Basically, population grows more and faster than food production. Of course, the Industrial Revolution meant that we were able to produce food on a scale that Malthus never dreamed possible, and capitalists crowed that Malthus had been proven wrong, that production could keep pace with population. But at the same time, the very scientific revolution that was generating food on such a vast scale was providing medical advances that were wiping out disease and increasing longevity by almost fifty percent. So as food production boomed, so also did population boom.” He snorted. “Of course, back in his day the population of the Earth was less than one and a half billion. Today we stand at over seven and a half billion, and as Malthus predicted, it is growing almost exponentially. It seems our obsession as a species is to eliminate death, and extend everybody’s lifespan to infinity.”

      I smoked and sipped my whiskey and watched him, and wondered if he had lost his mind. As though he had read mine, he glanced at me and smiled. “Don’t worry, I have not gone mad. There is a relevance to all this preamble. Malthus was not the only one to harbor these concerns. There were others, among them a number of powerful industrialists and political philosophers here in the States.” He paused again, staring at the fire, then said, surprisingly, “So there was that.”

      He heaved a big sigh and went on: “Then there was Tyndal, in the 1850s, who realized that certain gases, namely those emitted by the burning of fossil fuels, would tend to heat up the atmosphere. Unfortunately, by the time he was able to prove it, there were too many interests at stake—too many people making vast fortunes out of mining and burning those very fuels for anybody to give a damn about what Tyndall had to say.”

      He gave a harsh laugh and convulsed into a fit of coughing, waving his hand as though he could dismiss the hacking noise as inopportune and irrelevant.

      “But by the end of the Second World War, about a hundred years later, a club had formed…”

      “A club? What kind of club?”

      He looked at the tip of his cigarette, breathing noisily, like he might be able to see the club there and work out what kind it was. “A very special kind of club. You might say it was unique. It was a group of some of the most powerful men in the world, who decided, after the chaos of the three world wars, that the destiny of the world could not be left to random fate.” He gave a sardonic, twisted laugh. “Democratically elected leaders, puppets!, prey to powerful and greedy industrialists rich enough to buy senators and even presidents. No, it had to be guided, and guided where we wanted it to go.”

      I felt a flash of irritation. “Is this some kind of conspiracy theory shit? What the fuck has this got to do with Marni?”

      He looked at me under his eyebrows, as he had done many times when I was a kid, when he was about to beat me with his belt. “It is not a theory and it is not shit. These men formed what came to be known as the Government with the Government. And they, their associates and allies, controlled everything from the Federal Reserve and the media to the military industrial complex. This is fact, Lacklan. But from the 1950s they knew they had one major problem.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Just one?”

      He shook his head. “No, you’re right. It was two, but in time they would become one.” The fire spat like a firecracker and shot a shower of sparks onto the hearth. He sighed through his nose and pulled the blanket up around his waist. “They realized that sometime early in the new millennium, those two problems would come together. They had people researching it, great minds looking into it, and they realized that the Earth, our planet, could not sustain more than eight and a half or nine billion people; and, with Nature’s exquisite sense of timing, just about the time we hit that number, the heating of the planet, what we are calling now climate change, would start to impact food. We would start getting widespread droughts and crop failures across vast stretches of the belly of the globe…”

      “The prairie farms, the areas where all the wheat is cultivated.”

      “And the rice and the vegetables and the fruit and the meat—everything, Lacklan. All the world’s food. We had postponed the Malthus problem, but in doing so we had turned it into a nightmare, into a holocaust in the making. Eight or nine billion starving people, with all the implications that carried with it.”

      I took a pull of my whiskey and shook my head while I sucked my teeth.

      “It sounds like science fiction. How do you know any of this is true?”

      He tossed his cigarette butt into the fire and sat staring at where the flames flared up and died away, leaving only a snake of smoke.

      “Because I am a member of that club.”

      “You?”

      He nodded, then looked at me. “You have no idea how powerful I am, Lacklan, the things I can do, or have done.”

      “How fucking rich are you? I knew you were rich, but…”

      “More than you could possibly imagine. And what I have access to goes beyond even that.”

      “This is crazy. I don’t even believe you. Why are you telling me this, Robert? What has this to do with Marni? This is bullshit!”

      He scowled. “Must you call me Robert? I am your father! Whether you like it or not! If you want to rebel don’t call me anything, but have some respect and don’t call me Robert!”

      I stared at my whiskey and repeated the question. “What has this to do with Marni?”

      “Marni’s father was my closest friend. Do you remember him?”

      “Of course I do. Frank. We were always either at his house or they were here.”

      He smiled, not at me but at the memory. “You and Marni were like brother and sister. Closer than that. As you got older, we always believed you and she would get married. Maybe that would have been the best thing.”

      “You’re rambling. What’s the point of all this?”

      “Do you remember Frank’s job? You remember what he did?”

      I frowned and thought about it. “He was a professor at Harvard.”

      “Do you recall his specialization?”

      I sighed and cast my mind back. I had been very young, six or seven. The fire crackled again and the warmth made me sleepy. It had been a long drive.

      “Yeah, it was something to do with Earth Sciences, the environment. He was a devotee of Lovelock’s…”

      He was watching me, nodding. “Exactly. His research had proved conclusively that by the middle of the next decade drought and famine were going to sweep across the globe. Hundreds of millions, possibly billions of people, were going to die of starvation and disease. He was predicting that this would lead to a refugee crisis on an unprecedented scale that would make the Syrian crisis look like a picnic. He predicted war, the unbridled rise of tyrannical regimes and Islam, and a humanitarian cataclysm of unimaginable proportions.” He paused. “He was preparing to present his findings to the United Nations and the international press.”

      I pulled another cigarette from the pack and lit up. I inhaled deeply and squinted at him through the smoke. “So what happened?”

      “I was instructed to kill him.”

      I sat forward, “What?”

      “He was aware of us, of our existence. He had to be, in his position, doing the work he was doing. I advised him several times that what he was proposing to reveal was contrary to our plans. That we had it covered. That he should desist. But he refused. He insisted on going ahead with his plan. In the end he left us no choice.”

      “You killed your closest friend?”

      “That is what I am telling you.”

      I stared at him, shaking my head, “What… What are you? What kind of sick monster…?”

      He spoke quietly, to the fire. “That is not the issue now. The priority now is Marni.”

      I shook my head again. “No. I should leave.”

      “If you do, Marni will die as surely as the sun will rise tomorrow. As surely as her father died twenty-three years ago.”

      “You sick fuck.”

      “Get it out of your system, I have a lot more to tell you.”

      “You sick fuck!”

      “You done?” He waited. I didn’t say anything, so he went on. “He knew it was coming. He accepted it. He was not resentful. I did it myself and I made sure it was painless. Before he died he asked me a favor, and I have honored that request. He asked me to take care of his daughter as though she were my own, and to make sure no harm came to her.”

      I struggled to understand what he was telling me. “Are you trying to justify what you did?”

      “No. I don’t expect you to understand, and I don’t need or want your forgiveness. But what I do need is for you to understand that not a day has gone by since Frank’s death that I have not regretted his killing. I loved Frank more than a brother. And he knew that. But now Marni is threatening to do the same as her father.”

      “How?”

      “You lost touch with her. That was stupid, Lacklan. You let your screwed-up relationship with me ruin your relationship with her. That was stupid.”

      “Mind your own fucking business.”

      He gave me a sour look but went on. “The point is, you wouldn’t know because you turned your back on her. Just as I killed my best friend, you turned your back on yours. She went into the same field as Frank, and proved to be just as brilliant as he was.”

      “What happened to his research?”

      “It was never found. We searched the whole house, his office… We looked everywhere. It was never found. But it seems possible that Marni may have found it. Whatever the case may be, I know Omega went after her. They didn’t tell me, they knew I would have opposed them. But either she has been abducted, or she got wind of the threat somehow, because she has vanished without a trace.”

      I was silent for a long while, listening to the bizarrely comfortable crackle of the fire, and the long, complicated song of the blackbird outside the French windows. My heart was thumping hard, and I could feel my hand shaking on the arm of the chair.

      “Have they killed her?”

      “No.”

      “How do you know?”

      “They would inform me.” He said it to the hot embers of the fire. “It’s protocol, and they are great believers in protocol. They either have her, alive, or they are looking for her.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      He turned his old head to face me. It was bathed in firelight and I could see small flames dancing in his eyes. It made him look diabolical.

      “I want you to do for her what I should have done twenty-three years ago for Frank. I want you to make her safe. Find her, and protect her.”

      There was a tap on the door. Kenny stepped in. “Dinner is served, sir.”

      My father studied me a moment and said, “Stay. We’ve still got a lot to talk about.”
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      The dining room was large, with a high ceiling in the Georgian style. With my father sitting hunched at the end of the long, Queen Anne dining table, it looked cheerless and very cavernous. He had always been a man who filled a room just by being in it, with his massive presence and huge personality. Now the room seemed to crush him with its emptiness. There was a place set on his right. He gestured to it and after a moment I sat.

      “I’m the guest of honor when there’s nobody else, huh?”

      He ignored me and shook out his napkin with his left hand. That’s what you’re taught to do when you’re a Boston Brahmin. “There was a time we used to dress for dinner,” he said. “Those things are not considered important anymore.”

      “Was that before or after you murdered your best friend?”

      He stared bitterly at some vague point on the tabletop. “At the same time,” he said. “That was all at the same time.”

      The door opened and Kenny came in with a pretty young maid in a blue and white uniform. She had a tray with a meat pie on it, and a couple of dishes with potatoes, Brussels sprouts and carrots. She set it on the sideboard and began to serve us, while Kenny poured the wine.

      When they had gone, he started eating. He ate greedily and with concentrated focus, shoveling forkfuls of food into his mouth. I sipped my wine and watched him.

      “What happened?”

      “Her mother died when she had just turned twenty.”

      “Was that anything to do with you?”

      “Of course not.” He dabbed his mouth and drained his glass. As he refilled it he said, “We were close. She—Marni—used to come over two or three times a week. We’d dine. She’d tell me about her work. She always talked about you. Unlike me, she was never bitter or resentful about the fact that you dumped her.”

      “Why would you be resentful? And anyway, I didn’t dump her.”

      He waved a hand at me, as though my words were flies that were annoying him. “She was not like family, she is family. Like my own daughter. Last week I didn’t hear from her. So I took a walk over there.”

      “She kept on her mother’s house?”

      He shrugged. “She could afford it. And I guess she wanted to stay close. You and Bob were like brothers… are like brothers to her. I guess she saw me as a kind of surrogate father.”

      “She was lucky to have you…” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice. I didn’t even try. He sighed, stuffed some more food in his maw and carried on, talking with his mouth full, illustrating each point with a wave of his  knife.

      “So… when I didn’t hear from her I walked over to her house. There was post in her mailbox. Her car was not in the driveway. The drapes were drawn in the drawing room, but I walked ’round and looked in at the library and the kitchen windows. I don’t know how to explain it, but it didn’t look as though she had gone away.” He narrowed his eyes, gazing at the tabletop. “There were dirty plates by the sink, a newspaper open on her favorite chair…”

      I nodded.

      He shrugged. “Yet she hadn’t been in touch for almost a week.”

      “What did you do?”

      “I called the police. I had to pull some strings, but they asked the Sheriff’s Department to send over a deputy. I have a key, so we went in and had a look around. Her toothbrush was gone, and so was her toothpaste, but everything else was as though she were still there. I found Anita’s number…”

      “Anita?”

      “The girl who cleans for her. I called her and she said Marni had paid her the month in advance and told her she was going to be away for a few days. She’d contact her when she got back.”

      “You tried her cell?”

      “Of course. Switched off.”

      “Would she have told you if…”

      “She told me everything, Lacklan.” He gave me a sour look. “I was a better friend to her than you were. If she was going away for a few days, for work or on a break—whatever—she would have told me.”

      The barb stung, but I ignored it. “So what are you thinking?”

      He puffed out his cheeks and blew loudly, then glanced at my food. “You’re not eating.”

      “I’m not hungry.”

      He pulled over my plate and started eating my meal. “She’s either on the run or she’s been abducted.”

      “That’s a pretty big jump.”

      He shook his head, chewed and swallowed while loading up his fork. “No, it’s not. Not if you have listened to a damn word I have said. For the last couple of years she had been following up her father’s research, working in the same areas and on the same theses.”

      I suddenly went cold. Spiders’ legs seemed to crawl across my scalp. I narrowed my eyes at him. “Jesus! Did you…?”

      He scowled at me. “No! Of course not!” He turned back to his plate, shoveling food into his mouth. “I kept warning her of the dangers, as much as I could, but she has the same kind of idealistic pig-headedness as her father… and as you.”

      “Don’t kid yourself.”

      “Omega warned me to stop her, and I tried, hinted heavily. But she wouldn’t listen, and…” He wiped his mouth with his napkin, picked up his glass and drained it. “I think maybe she found her father’s notes. I think maybe he left her some kind of message, somehow, some clue, telling her where to look.”

      I curled my lip. “And you want me to find her for you, so you can kill her.”

      He pounded the table with his fist, making the knives and forks jump. His face flushed red and tears stood out in his eyes.

      “Enough!” He stared at me and his hands were shaking on the table. “You are not helping her with this attitude! Try to get past your personal prejudice and your hatred! She needs you! And the only way you can help her is through me!”

      “Give me one reason—just one!—why I should believe anything that you say!”

      “I can’t. I haven’t got one. All I can tell you is that I regret the things I have had to do in my life. I wish it hadn’t fallen to me to do them. But it did. When you are in an overcrowded lifeboat, somebody has to decide who lives and who gets thrown overboard, otherwise everybody dies. And somebody has to do the throwing.” He stared at his glass, breathing heavily. “People like me make the decisions. And people like you do the throwing.” He slumped back in his chair and looked at me with something close to contempt. “Besides, when you are done passing judgment, ask yourself, what fucking choice have you got?”

      He was right, on both counts, and I knew it. I, who killed people for a living, had no place passing judgment on him. And further more, I had no choice but to accept what he told me. I could not walk away from Marni. If she was in trouble, I had to help her. Walking away was not an option.

      “So what did the deputy make of it?”

      “Nothing. I pulled strings and had a detective and a crime scene team go over the house. But forty-eight hours into the investigation, it was stopped and Omega told me to butt out or face the consequences. Either they have her, or they are searching for her.”

      “So you sent for me.”

      He searched my face. “Did I do the right thing?”

      I nodded. “Yeah. You did the right thing.”

      He refilled his glass and pushed over the decanter. “I want you to go and have a look at the house, and I want you to talk to Detective Mendelson. He conducted what investigation there was.”

      “What about Omega? Won’t that get back to them?”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I can tell them it’s something you are doing on your own account. First they’ll try to stonewall you. If you keep pushing they will come after you. It is high risk, you understand that.”

      “Yes.”

      “They will try to kill you.”

      “I get it.”

      For a moment he looked embarrassed. “I… There isn’t a lot more I can do to help. But…” He reached into the inside pocket of his smoking jacket and pulled out an envelope. He opened it and extracted a black AMEX card and a slip of paper. He handed me that first. There were two names and two phone numbers. One, Philip Gantrie, was in Arizona, the other, Borg Olafsen, was in New York.

      “These two men will help you if you need them. They are good people and they owe me. I have told them that at some point you may contact them…”

      “I don’t need them.”

      “Don’t let your stupidity and your arrogance get in the way of helping Marni, Lacklan. Don’t be an asshole all your fucking life. Phil is a nerd. He is a genius and he can help you with anything that is technical: IT, electronics… You may need him. And Olafsen is the most dangerous man I have ever met. He went from the Seals to the CIA and is now a private contractor. He is one of the five best assassins in the business. If you don’t need them, fine. But if you do, they are there. They will help you.”

      He waited. I didn’t say anything so he dropped the AMEX on the table in front of me. “This draws on a black account. It is not American Express. It’s untraceable, even to Omega. It leaves no footprint. The account, to all intents and purposes, does not exist.”

      “I don’t need your money.”

      “I won’t tell you again, Lacklan. You need all the resources you can get if you are going to help her. Now take it.”
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